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3D PHYSICAL MODELING OF TSUNAMIS GENERATED BY SUBMERGED LANDSLIDES AT
A CONICAL ISLAND: THE ROLE OF INITIAL ACCELERATION
Romano A1, Di Risio M2, Molfetta MG3, Bellotti G4, Pasquali D5, Sammarco P6, Damiani L7, De Girolamo P8
This paper presents a new set of 3D experiments aimed to gain insight on the role of the initial acceleration upon
the generation process of tsunamis by submerged landslides that may occur at the flanks of conical islands. The
experiments have been carried out in a large wave tank by varying the initial acceleration of the landslide model. A
novel system, relying on the use of a computer controlled stepped motor, has been employed to control the motion of
the landslide model. The experiments have been carried out in a parametric way by changing the initial acceleration of
the landslide, aiming to reproduce different triggering mechanisms. Preliminary experimental findings confirmed the
crucial role of the initial acceleration of the submerged landslide in generating tsunamis.
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INTRODUCTION
Landslide-generated tsunamis tend to be local, although extreme, phenomena. Several catastrophic
events have been occurred in the past. The events occurred at Lituya Bay (Alaska, July 9, 1958; e.g. Fritz
et al., 2009), at Vajont Valley (Italy, October 9, 1963; e.g. Panizzo et al., 2005), in Papua New Guinea in
1998 (e.g. Synolakis et al., 2002), and in Haiti in 2010 (e.g. Fritz et al., 2012) are meaningful examples of
such a phenomenon. The triggering mechanism, i.e. the landslide, can be classified as subaerial, partially
submerged or completely submerged, depending on the initial landslide position (Di Risio et al., 2011;
McFall and Fritz, 2016). Generally, landslide-generated tsunamis takes place on both larger temporal- and
smaller spatial-scale if compared with those generated by earthquakes (Di Risio and Sammarco, 2008).
These features suggest that tsunamis generated by landslides, both subaerial and submerged, can cause
dangerous effects especially when the tsunamigenic events occur in confined areas (e.g. lakes, bays, gulfs,
etc.).
This paper focuses on the impulsive waves generation due to submerged landslides that occur at conical
islands. Indeed, it can be assumed that this idealized geometry may qualitatively represent small volcanic
islands (e.g. Stromboli Island, South Thyrrenian Sea, Italy, Tinti et al., 2005, 2006; Bellotti et al., 2009;
De Girolamo et al., 2014). Originally, the study of tsunamis that take place on such a geometry were moti-
vated by the extreme inundation observed in the rear side of Babi Island (Indonesia) during an earthquake
induced tsunami attack (December 12, 1992). A series of experiments was performed (e.g. Yeh et al., 1994;
Briggs et al., 1995a,b; Liu et al., 1995; Cho and Liu, 1999; Cho et al., 2004) aimed to define inundation
maps around a circular island due to the attack of a solitary wave propagating from offshore. When land-
slides occur directly on the shore, it can be also noticed that the generated transient waves may be trapped
close to the coast as edge waves packets (Ursell, 1952; Lynett and Liu, 2005; Johnson, 2007; Romano et al.,
2013; Romano, 2014). Then, more recently, the problem of wave generation due to coastal tsunamigenic
sources, i.e. coastal landslides, has been tackled by means of theoretical (Sammarco and Renzi, 2008; Renzi
and Sammarco, 2010), experimental (e.g. Di Risio et al., 2009a,b; Mohammed and Fritz, 2012; Heller and
Spinneken, 2015; Heller et al., 2016; McFall and Fritz, 2016; Zitti et al., 2016) and numerical modeling
(e.g. Cecioni and Bellotti, 2010; Cecioni et al., 2011; Montagna et al., 2011) in the case of both straight
coast and circular island.
Nevertheless, most of the researches cited so far dealt with subaerial gravity driven landslide. It is
worth noticing that the features of the impulsive waves generated by underwater landslides are significantly
different, especially in the near-field, from that induced by subaerial ones. As experimentally observed by
Enet and Grilli (2007), if a submerged landslide occurs, a wave trough takes place above the initial position
of the slide itself. The rebound of such a depression causes perturbations that both radiate offshore and
propagate shoreward. Several works have addressed the study of impulsive waves generated by submerged
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Figure 1: Sketch and pictures of the experimental set-up (adapted from Romano et al., 2016).
landslides (e.g. Watts, 1998; Grilli and Watts, 2003; Grilli and Watts, 2005; Enet et al., 2003; Liu et al.,
2005; Lynett and Liu, 2005; Enet and Grilli, 2007). It is worth noticing the work of Watts (1998) that,
based also on the theoretical analysis of solid block motion proposed by Pelinovsky and Poplavsky (1996)
and by means of dimensional analysis and 2D physical experiments, provided both the analytical solution
of the underwater motion of a solid block and a nondimensional wavemaker curve of tsunamis generated
by submarine landslide as a function of the initial submergence, of the terminal velocity ut and of the initial
acceleration a0 of the landslide. Hence, the key result of Watts (1998) consists in the formal coupling of
the landslide motion to the generated waves (dimensionless wavemaker curve). Indeed, it is commonly
accepted that the initial acceleration a0 is the “most important factor controlling tsunami generation by
rigid underwater slides” (Grilli and Watts, 2005; Enet and Grilli, 2007), as further concluded by Løvholt
et al. (2015). From a physical point of view, the initial acceleration is related to the landslide triggering
mechanisms (e.g. related to the action of gravity, earthquakes, soil liquefaction, etc.), and then to the
generated tsunami features.
This paper describes a new set of 3D experiments aimed to gain insight on the role of the initial
acceleration a0 in the generation process of tsunamis generated by submerged landslides that occur at the
flanks of conical islands. The experiments have been carried out in a large wave tank by using the same
physical model described by Di Risio et al. (2009b) and Romano et al. (2016). It is worth noticing that
within the previous experimental campaigns only subaerial landslides have been studied. Herein, in order
to generate the impulsive waves with varying initial acceleration, a novel system has been conceived. An
electric motor has been employed for controlling the motion of the landslide model. The experiments have
been carried out in a parametric way by changing the initial acceleration a0 of the landslide, aiming to
simulate different triggering mechanisms other than the gravity. The laws of motion of the landslide model
used during the experiments have been defined on the basis of the theoretical works of Pelinovsky and
Poplavsky (1996) and Watts (1998). The main purpose of the experiments consists in studying in details
the wave features in the near-field, therefore the high-spatial resolution measurement system described in
Romano et al. (2016) has been used.
The paper is structured as follows. The description of the experimental set-up and of the landslides’
laws of motion are given in the next sections. Then an overview of the preliminary results follows. Finally,
concluding remarks and ongoing research close the paper.
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Figure 2: Sketch and pictures of both the landslide model and the electric system (motor, chain and sprock-
ets) used for moving the submerged landslide model.
EXPERIMENTAL SET-UP
The experiments have been carried out in a large wave tank (30.0 m long, 50.0 m wide and 3.0 m deep).
The physical model consisted of a truncated conical island (base radius equal to 4.50 m, maximum height
equal to 1.20 m, see Figure 1) placed at the center of the tank. The water depth has been kept constant to
0.80 m. The slope of the flanks of the island is 1/3 (1 vertical, 3 horizontal). The landslide model (Figure
2) has a regular shape that reproduces a half of an ellipsoid (total mass equal to 15.40 kg). As outlined,
the experiments aimed to measure the waves generated by the submerged landslide model if the initial
acceleration a0 is varied. Hence, a novel system for controlling the landslide motion has been conceived.
The displacement of the landslide was controlled by an electric motor that drives a system, placed in the
inner part of the physical model of the conical island, that consists in a chain and two sprockets (Figure 2).
The lower part of the landslide model is welded to the chain and thus the model is constrained to move on
rails placed parallel along the slope. The electric motor is controlled by a PC. The motion of the landslide,
that has been defined during the experiments, are described in the next section.
To measure the water level around the island, the high spatial resolution measurement system described
by Romano et al. (2016) has been used. For the sake of clarity we briefly provide a description of the
movable measurement system. Indeed, the measurement system (see Figure 1) allowed to collect the free
surface time series along cross-shore sections, starting from the axis along which the landslide moves (θ =
0◦) up to the rear side of the island (θ = 180◦). For each test, the landslide was placed at its starting position
and the movable steel frame moved to the correct angular position, then the acquisition process began, the
landslide model slid down the slope and the tsunami was generated. The procedure was repeated for each
position of the movable frame. As the research presented herein is devoted to the analysis of the wave
features in the near-field, the configuration of the movable frame ranged from θ = 0◦ up to θ = 15◦ (with
an angolar resolution equal to 5◦). Furthermore, fixed sensors have been used to check the repeatability of
the tests. In particular: (a) 12 run-up gauges were embedded directly into the PVC of the island flanks in
order to measure the shoreline displacements time series; (b) 9 wave gauges were placed in fixed position
near the generation area and in the far field; (c) 7 ultrasound sensors and 6 wave gauges were placed on the
movable frame.
MOTION OF THE LANDSLIDE
As previously highlighted, the scientific literature commonly recognizes that the initial acceleration a0
is one of the most important factor controlling tsunami generation by rigid underwater slides (Grilli and
Watts, 2005; Enet and Grilli, 2007; Løvholt et al., 2015). As far as gravity-driven landslides are considered,
then a0 can be inferred as follows (e.g. Pelinovsky and Poplavsky, 1996):
a0 =
(m − ms0)g(sin θ −Cn cos θ)
m + Cmms0
, (1)
where g is the gravity acceleration, m and ms0 are the mass of the body and the mass of the water displaced
respectively, θ is the angle of the incline, Cn is the Coulombic friction coefficient and Cm is the added mass
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Figure 3: Experimental laws of motion of the landslide as a function of the initial acceleration a0.
coefficient. By following (1), Watts (1998) performed a set of 2D experiments by changing the mass of the
slide (by keeping constant the volume) in order to vary the initial acceleration.
It is almost clear that initial acceleration given by (1) is able to describe only the instability processes
that may trigger landslides due to the action of the gravity. Indeed, a0 is greater than zero (i.e. the landslides
is triggered) only if the slope of the incline is large enough in such a way the gravity action is stronger than
the shear strength along the sliding surface (related to the Coulombic friction coefficient).
In the experiments described herein a different approach was employed. A parametric set of experi-
ments was performed by varying the initial acceleration a0 of the landslide model (by keeping constant both
the mass and the volume) to explore the effects of triggering mechanisms other than the gravity action (e.g.
earthquakes, soil liquefaction, ecc.) on the tsunamis features. Four different values of the initial acceleration
a0 have been used, namely a0 = [0.2, 0.4, 0.6, 0.8] m/s2. It has to be stressed that the initial acceleration
related to the gravity action for the used landslide model (see Romano et al., 2016) is equal to about 0.47
m/s2.
The laws of motion of the landslide model, used during the experiments, have been calculated by using
the theoretical solutions provided by Pelinovsky and Poplavsky (1996) that solved analytically the forces
balance acting on a moving submerged body providing also the theoretical equations for both the displace-
ment s(t) and the velocity u(t) of the submerged landslide body as a function of the initial acceleration a0
and the terminal velocity ut of the body itself. The equations for the displacement s(t) and the velocity u(t)
of the submerged landslide read as follows:
s(t) =
u2t
a0
ln
[
cosh
(
a0t
ut
)]
, (2)
u(t) = ut tanh
(
a0t
ut
)
, (3)
where t is the elapsed time. It has to be stressed that equations (2)–(3) describe the displacement and veloc-
ity of gravity-driven landslides that are triggered by different mechanisms other than gravity. Indeed, the
terminal velocity ut has been taken constant, as it is related to the hydrodynamic features of the landslides
(i.e. drag and added mass coefficients).
Figure 3 shows the displacement s(t) (upper panel) and the velocity u(t) (lower panel) of the landslide
model, as obtained by equations (2)-(3), that have been used during the experiments for the four initial
accelerations. The initial position was kept constant in such a way the whole of the landslide model is
submerged in its rest configuration (see Figure 2).
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Figure 4: Time series collected by means of run-up gauges (a0 = 0.8 m/s2). Empty circles indicate the
location of the run-up gauges, the solid circles in each plot indicate the run-up gauge the plot refers to.
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Figure 5: Time series collected by means of sensors deployed on the movable frame (a0 = 0.8 m/s2, θ = 0◦).
Empy circles indicate the location of sensors, the solid circles in each plot indicate the sensor the plot refers
to.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS
In this section an overview of the preliminary results of the experiments is given. As previously men-
tioned, the free surface elevation time series have been collected in the near-field (i.e. close to the generation
area) by using the movable frame and along the shoreline of the island (i.e. run-up time series).
Figure 4 shows an example of the run-up time series, measured along the shoreline at increasing dis-
tances with respect to the generation area, as obtained for a0 = 0.8 m/s2. The time series show that the
tsunamis wave packet is characterized by a pronounced leading wave trough close to the generation area
(e.g. run-up gauges 1R, 2R). As far as the distance increases (i.e., moving away from the generation area),
the amplitude of the leading wave trough decreases. This is consistent with the frequency dispersion mech-
anisms already pointed out for subaerial landslides that occur at a circular shoreline island (e.g. Di Risio
et al., 2009b; Romano et al., 2013, 2016).
As far as the wave pattern in the near-field is considered, the Figure 5 is presented. It shows an example
of the free surface elevation time series, measured by the sensors deployed on the movable frame for θ =
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Figure 6: Time series collected by means of the sensor deployed close to the generation area (US07, θ = 0◦).
Empy circles indicate the location of all sensors, while the solid circle in each plot indicate the sensor the
plot refers to.
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Figure 7: Time series collected by means of the sensor deployed just offshore to the generation area (US03,
θ = 0◦). Empy circles indicate the location of all sensors, while the solid circle in each plot indicate the
sensor the plot refers to.
0◦ (i.e. when the frame is collinear to the landslide path), as obtained for the initial acceleration a0 = 0.8
m/s2. It is worth noticing that the features of the time series depend on the location of the wave gauges.
The free surface elevation time series measured by the wave gauges deployed close to the shore (i.e. above
the initial position of the landslide) exhibit a leading large wave trough, while those instruments placed at
increasing distances from the shoreline (i.e. seaward with respect to the initial position of the landslide) are
characterized by a leading wave crest followed by trailing waves that radiate away from the coast.
Figure 6 shows the superposition of the free surface elevation time series measured by the ultrasound
sensor US07 (the closest to the shoreline) for θ = 0◦ as a function of the four tested initial accelerations a0:
the higher the initial acceleration a0, the higher the characteristic amplitudes of the generated waves (i.e.
both wave crests and wave troughs). Furthermore, it appears that the wave period decreases as the the initial
acceleration a0 increases.
The same wave features can be inferred by looking at Figure 7 that shows the superposition of the free
surface elevation time series measured by the ultrasound sensor US03 (placed just offshore the generation
area, at a distance of 1.03 m from the shoreline) for θ = 0◦ as a function of the four tested initial acceler-
ations. As the gauge is not placed directly above the initial position of the landslide, the wave packet is
characterized by a leading wave crest.
Figure 8 shows the comparison between the new experimental data presented herein and the theoretical
formulae proposed by Watts (1998) and Watts et al. (2005). The Figure 8 is presented in the form of
a wavemaker curve, as proposed by Watts (1998) (see Figure 6 of the mentioned work). This approach
consists in representing the dimensionless maximum amplitude ηmaxa0/u2t , being ηmax the maximum of the
absolute value of the free surface elevation, a0 the initial acceleration and ut the terminal velocity, as a
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Figure 8: Dimensionless maximum amplitude as a function of the Hammack number. Black diamonds refer
to the present experimental data; red triangles and red continuous line refer to the original experimental
data and to the empirical power law (2D) respectively as obtained by Watts (1998); continuous blue line
refers to the empirical formulation (2D) proposed by Watts et al. (2005) applied by using the parameters
of the present experiment; red and blue dashed line refer to the empirical formulae proposed by Watts
(1998) and Watts et al. (2005) respectively applied by using the parameters of the present experiment and
by taking into the correction formula valid for 3D cases proposed by Watts et al. (2005)
function of the Hammack number Ha0 = ut (gd)1/2 / (ba0), being d the initial submergence of the slide and
b its length. In Figure 8 several quantities are represented: empty black diamonds refer to the experimental
data obtained herein by varying the initial acceleration; solid red triangles and red continuous line refer to
the original experimental data and to the empirical power law (valid for 2D cases) respectively as obtained
by Watts (1998); continuous horizontal blue line refers to the empirical formulation (valid for 2D cases)
proposed by Watts et al. (2005) applied by using the parameters of the present experiment; red and blue
dashed line refer to the empirical formulae proposed by Watts (1998) and Watts et al. (2005) respectively
applied by using the parameters of the present experiment and by taking into the correction formula valid
for 3D cases proposed by Watts et al. (2005); finally, the grey vertical dashed lines refer to the edges
of the experimental interval explored by Watts (1998). It could be observed that the experimental data
presented herein exhibit comparable values with those obtained by the prediction formulae, although a
strict comparison can not be performed due to the differences of the experimental conditions.
CONCLUDING REMARKS AND ONGOING RESEARCH
The paper presents the description of a new set of three-dimensional experiments reproducing tsunamis
generated by submerged landslides sliding down the flanks of conical islands. The problem considered is
similar to that involving flank instabilities at small volcanic islands as the Stromboli volcano (Italy). The
experiments aimed to gain insight on the role of the initial acceleration a0 in the generation process of
tsunamis generated by submerged landslides. An innovative system, based on an electric motor, has been
employed for controlling the motion of the landslide model and, consequently, for generating impulsive
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waves. The experiments have been carried out in a parametric way by varying the initial acceleration a0 of
the landslide, aiming at simulating different triggering mechanisms other than the gravity. The near-field
waves have been measured with a high-spatial resolution measurement system. The preliminary experi-
mental results confirmed the crucial role of the initial acceleration of the submerged landslide in generating
tsunamis.
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